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Kenny is looking
forward to trying out for his school team. What he's not looking forward to is
using his grandad's tatty old bat. Used during his grandad's only first class
century, Kenny isn't convinced that the bat causes special things to happen...


 


Grandad’s Old Bat is a
story about village cricket. As a result it’s packed full of cricket
terminology. If you don’t know much about cricket then this story might not be
for you. However, if you enjoy tales of simple heroism, you may find it worth a
read.
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Grandad’s
Old Bat


 


Kenny held Father’s
hand as Grandad’s casket was lowered into the ground. Father gave Kenny’s hand
a squeeze, and itched his chin with the other hand. Kenny glanced up, but
Father’s eyes were looking straight ahead.


‘Sorry about Grandad,
Father,’ Kenny muttered.


Father sniffed. ‘Ah, he
had a good innings, lad. Eighty-one is more than most guys get, although I know
he would have liked to make it to the ton.’ Dad chuckled. ‘He didn’t get a lot
of those.’


Kenny knew a little
about Grandad’s first class record. He’d played most of his cricket in the
fifties and early sixties, and was a bit of a journeyman who had played for
five or six different counties over a patchy, barely remembered career.


As the funeral
concluded, Kenny’s mother and sister, Penny, standing on the other side of
Father, came over. ‘Well, sad to see the old guy go,’ Mother said. ‘I guess
that’s life, isn’t it?’


‘I was just saying the
same thing to Kenny,’ Father said. ‘Perhaps one day him and Penny will be
standing here with their children, watching one of us get lowered into the
ground.’


Mother smiled. ‘I hope
it’s not for a long time yet.’


They headed for the car
park. There was a brief wake at the village hall where Kenny filled himself up
with profiteroles and lumps of cheese and pineapple on sticks, then they headed
for home. Kenny was tired, but also a little nervous. Summer term back at
Fallchurch Secondary School started on the following Monday, and Kenny was
planning to do something he’d been looking forward to all year – trying out for
the cricket team.


The next day was
Sunday. It was a warm April day so Kenny was out in the garden, hitting some
tennis balls off the wall, when Father came out of the house with a long wooden
box under his arm.


‘Kenny, lad, can you
come here for a minute?’


‘Yes, Father? What’s
that you’ve got there?’


Father gave a sad
smile. ‘In his will Grandad left you this. I know he wasn’t the most personable
of people to be around, but he knew you had a keen interest in cricket and he
was obviously keeping an eye on you.’


‘What is it?’


‘Open it up and have a
look.’


Kenny lifted the lid
off the box. It came away with the creak of old wood, and a musty smell like
moth-eaten clothes wafted out. Inside the box, something long was wrapped in
ancient, yellowed newspaper. Kenny spotted a date at the top of one sheet – 13th
September, 1962.


‘Go on, take it out.’


Kenny pushed the paper
apart and pulled out a dirty piece of wood with a faded label on it, the
writing too faint to read.


‘It’s an old bat.’


‘It’s your grandad’s
bat,’ Father said. ‘Your grandad was a first class cricketer, don’t forget.’


Kenny forced a smile.
It was the dirtiest, most dinged and chipped bat he had ever seen. He could
search through a hundred secondhand shops and never find one in such bad
condition. And not just that – the very style of the thing, thinner than modern
bats and with a more curved blade, marked it for what it was.


An antique.


‘Do you like it?’


‘Father…’ Kenny looked
up and saw the eager smile on Father’s face. He forced a smile of his own. ‘I
love it.’


‘Well, why don’t you
have a hit with it?’


Kenny grimaced. ‘Uh …
maybe later. I’ve got some homework to do for tomorrow I really should be getting
on with.’


‘Well, okay.’


#


The next morning, just
before breakfast, Kenny was packing his cricket gear into his kit bag ready for
school when his father came into his room.


‘First practice today,
huh?’


‘Yep.’


Father walked over to
the corner. ‘Don’t forget Grandad’s bat,’ he said, picking the battered old
thing up from where Kenny had left it leaning in a corner, half hidden by a
skateboard.


‘Oh, sorry, I almost
forgot.’ Kenny couldn’t meet his father’s eyes as he took the bat and pushed it
into his kit bag.’


‘Grandad would be so
proud to see you use it,’ Father said.


Kenny nodded. ‘I know.’


Father went out. Kenny
sighed and pushed the old bat to the bottom of the bag. If any of the other
boys saw it they’d never let him forget it.


#


By third period, Kenny
had forgotten all about the bat. He’d had a great geography class sitting next
to Beth Fisher, who had such lovely eyes. She had barely spoken to him except
once to ask to borrow a ruler, but that was enough to keep Kenny fantasizing
all the way through fourth period history and into lunch.


It wasn’t until cricket
practice after school that he remembered it there, hiding away at the bottom of
his kit bag.


Kenny wasn’t really
friends with any of the other boys on the team. Most of the same kids who
played on the rugby and football teams also made up the cricket team, but Kenny
wasn’t into any other sports. He immediately felt unwelcome when he counted the
other boys as they put their kit on in the changing rooms.


Eleven. The perfect
number for a team.


With him: twelve.


Exactly one too many.


The captain, Phil Wood,
was tall and thickly built with tiny little eyes that peered out from under a
permanent frown. He looked perfect to grow up to become a traffic policeman,
with a sadistic, hateful nature. He also happened to be a fine batsman and the
favorite of the gym teacher, Mr. Rogers.


Kenny had seen the
other boys playing cricket in the playground during breaks and at lunchtime,
and they were all better than him except one, a thin kid called Mark Wells, who
couldn’t really bat or bowl but got into the team by default because he was
good looking and always had a crowd of girls around him. A couple were
loitering by the gym entrance, waiting for him to finish. Kenny’s heart sank
when he recognized one of them as Beth Fisher.


As the boys filed into
the gym, Beth gave Mark a little wave. She didn’t even glance at Kenny.


From the moment he
tripped over the step into the gym, making the other boys laugh, Kenny had a
foreboding feeling. Things went well for a while – he bowled well at a decent
pace to several of the other boys, then when he went into bat he played a few
shots (using his regular bat, of course) which had Mr. Rogers nodding with
approval, but when Mr. Rogers turned to a kid called Clint, asking him to pad
up, things began to unravel.


Clint was one of those
kids that have no social skills. Popular with the other boys because he was a
bit of a joker, he thought nothing of burping in public or jerking someone’s
trousers down … or rooting through other people’s stuff.


‘Forgot me bat, sir,’
he said, wandering over to where the boys had put their kit bags. Kenny, having
just played a sweet on-drive off of Mark’s innocuous leg spinners, glanced up.
His heart sank as he saw Clint’s hands delving into his kit bag.


‘Ah, found one … what
the hell? Whose bag is this? What a piece of junk! Hahaha!’


The other boys turned
to look as Clint held up the old bat like a man who had just scored a century
off the 1980s West Indians. He made a couple of sweeping shots through the air,
laughing all the time. ‘Jolly good show, I say, I say! Where’s me bin bags,
then? Need to fix me a hole in the shed roof!’


Even Mr. Rogers had
begun to laugh. Kenny threw his bat down and ran out of the nets. ‘Put it
back!’ he shouted.


Clint turned it over in
his hands. ‘What do you have this old plank for? Getting your kit out of a
rubbish tip?’ He started to root through Kenny’s stuff again and pulled out
Kenny’s spare box. ‘Is this secondhand, too? Hahaha!’


Kenny wanted to thump
him, but thumping the popular joker kid was the quickest way to make everyone
hate you. Instead he just scowled, and thought about bowling bouncers at
Clint’s head.


All of the other boys
were laughing. Even Mr. Rogers was chuckling. ‘Boy, this is a cricket team, not
the history society,’ he said.


‘My grandad played
first class cricket,’ Kenny muttered.


‘Not very well if
that’s what he was playing with,’ Phil said, his face dark and humourless.
Then, leaning closer to Kenny, he said, ‘You’re not playing on my team with a
piece of trash like that. Bin it or get lost.’


Kenny’s cheeks
reddened. Clint, who’d got bored and found a better bat in another bag, ignored
him as he went into the nets. His turn apparently over, Kenny went back to his
kit bag and took off his batting gear, unable to look up at the other boys.


Kenny’s father had
arranged to pick him up, along with Ben Cosgrove, a short boy who usually
batted at number six and who lived just down the street from Kenny’s family.
They’d never really talked to each other, and now as they waited under a dim
streetlight for Kenny’s father, Ben shifted from foot to foot, humming under
his breath. Kenny just stared at the ground, silently smoldering. He wasn’t
sure who he was most angry at – his Grandad for leaving him the bat, Father for
giving it to him, Clint for getting it out of his bag, or the other boys for
laughing.


‘Don’t let them get to
you,’ Ben said.


‘Huh?’ Kenny looked up.
Ben had already turned away as if he had never spoken. ‘Sorry, what?’


‘Don’t let them, you
know, get to you,’ Ben said again. ‘They can be real dicks sometimes, but just
ignore it and they’ll leave you alone.’


‘It was my fault.’


‘Why?’


‘For having such a
stupid old bat in my bag.’


‘Where did you get it?’


‘It belonged to my
grandad. He died a couple of weeks ago and it was left to me in his will.’


‘Oh. I’m, um, sorry to
hear that. Good player, was he?’


Kenny shrugged. ‘Played
for a few counties. Off-spinner. Not much of a batsman.’


‘But that’s still his
bat? A bat that was used in first class cricket?’


‘Yeah, about fifty
years ago. Probably more.’


‘Well, it’s still cool
if you ask me.’


‘I want to chuck it
away, but Father probably won’t let me.’


‘Have you ever actually
batted with it?’


‘No. And I don’t want
to, either.’


Ben looked about to say
something, but at that point Kenny’s father’s car pulled into the car park.
Both boys were quiet all the way home. Kenny was brooding about the bat, while
Ben stared out of the window as if remembering some long ago cricket match
being played out there in the dark.


#


The next day, and for
the rest of that week, Kenny was a laughing stock at school, among the sports
boys at least. The girls didn’t really care about sport, but like pack animals
they joined in with the ritual taunting. By Friday, however, the kids were beginning
to get bored, but the damage had been done. When Kenny got home on Friday night
he took the old bat out of his cricket bag and tossed it into the back of the
cupboard. Then he lay down on his bed and sulked, ignoring Mother’s calls
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